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I.  Background 

In  1971,  the  Massachusetts  Community  Antenna  Television  Commission  was  established  by  the 
state  legislature.  The  purpose  of  the  legislation  was  "to  authorize  .  .  .  the  installation  of  community 
antenna  television  systems  in  cities  and  towns  of  the  commonwealth  and  to  provide  for  the  regulation 
thereof  by  such  cities  and  towns  and  the  commonwealth  ...  ."  Since  the  establishment  of  the 
Commission,  cable  television  has  become  available  to  most  of  the  communities  and  residents  in 
Massachusetts.  From  a  technology  used  mainly  to  deliver  off-the-air  broadcast  signals  to  rural  and 
mountainous  areas,  the  medium  has  developed  into  an  industry  rivalling  the  broadcast  industry  itself. 
Today,  over  one  million  Massachusetts  households  rely  on  cable  television  for  delivery  of  information, 
entertainment,  and  local  affairs  programming. 

The  Massachusetts  Community  Antenna  Television  Commission  has  worked  in  this  time  to  facilitate 
the  licensing  of  cable  systems  and  to  oversee  the  interests  of  both  cable  operators  and  cable 
subscribers.  It  has  established  regulations  governing  the  award,  amendment,  transfer  and  renewal  of 
cable  licenses  within  the  state,  and  has  promulgated  other  consumer  protection  regulations  to  benefit 
cable  subscribers.  The  Commission  itself  has  evolved  from  a  seven  member  panel  to  a  single 
commissioner  and  currently  employs  eight  staff  members,  including  an  executive  director,  general 
counsel  and  two  attorneys,  municipal  assistance  coordinator,  and  office  support  staff.  The 
Commission's  activities  as  a  regulatory  agency  center  around  five  areas:  legislation,  rulemaking, 
adjudication,  information-sharing,  and  consumer  complaint  assistance. 

Under  section  2  of  the  cable  statute,  Massachusetts  General  Laws  Chapter  166A,  the  Massachusetts 
Community  Antenna  Television  Commission  is  required  "to  annually  prepare  and  submit  to  the 
governor  and  the  general  court,  ...  a  report  of  its  activity  and  the  condition  of  the  cable  television 
industry  within  the  commonwealth  during  the  preceding  fiscal  year  .  .  .  ."  The  Community  Antenna 
Television  Commission  hereby  submits  this  Annual  Report  in  fulfillment  of  that  requirement  for  Fiscal 
Year  1985-86. 


II.  Cable  Television  Industry  Activity 

As  mentioned  above,  one  of  the  fundamental  purposes  of  the  Community  Antenna  Television 
Commission  is  to  authorize  the  operation  of  cable  television  systems  in  the  state.  Cable  companies 
may  not  provide  cable  service  without  first  obtaining  a  license  from  the  affected  city  or  town.  Licensing 
proceeds  under  regulations  established  by  the  Commission,  but  each  municipality,  or  "issuing 
authority,"  may  choose  its  own  operator(s).  Thus,  licensing  oversight  consumes  a  substantial  portion 
of  Commission  resources  each  year.    . 

The  cable  television  licensing  activity  in  the  Commonwealth  reflects  the  change  in  licensing  which 
is  occurring  nationwide  as  the  industry  matures.  While  the  number  of  municipalities  going  through 
initial  licensing  has  decreased  in  the  past  few  years  as  most  of  the  population  centers  in  the  state  have 
obtained  cable  service,  renewal  and  transfer  of  licenses  has  increased.  For  example,  in  contrast  to  the 
heavy  initial  licensing  activity  in  the  early  years  of  this  decade,  when  50-60  communities  would  be 
involved  in  some  stage  of  the  licensing  process  at  any  one  time,  in  FY86,  33  communities  were  involved 
in  initial  licensing.  Final  licenses  were  granted  in  17  municipalities. 


On  the  other  hand,  many  of  the  licenses  awarded  in  the  early  1970s  are  now  reaching  the  end  of 
their  initial  15  year  term.  In  FY86,  14  communities  negotiated  renewal  licenses.  Finally,  the  slowdown 
in  initial  licensing  across  the  country  has  led  to  a  stronger  focus  by  the  cable  industry  on  consolidating 
and  regionalizing  holdings.  This,  in  turn,  has  led  to  increasing  applications  for  the  transfer  of  cable 
licenses.  In  FY86,  the  Commission  received  and  processed  its  first  two  cases  in  which  municipalities 
denied  transfer  of  licenses. 

Renewal  of  a  cable  license  is  frequently  a  time-consuming  and  complex  process,  with  many 
increasingly  sophisticated  municipal  participants.  At  the  same  time,  cable  companies  have  more 
experience  in  operations  generally  and  are  familiar  with  the  market  potential  and  interests  of  each 
individual  community.  Similarly,  transfer  of  a  cable  license  can  be  a  sensitive  process.  While  by  statute, 
the  municipality  has  less  of  a  review  role  during  transfer,  many  cities  and  towns  take  the  opportunity 
to  raise  long-standing  grievances  with  the  cable  company.  For  these  reasons,  the  Commission  expects 
that  more  of  its  resources  will  be  devoted  to  counselling  municipalities  facing  renewal  and  transfer 
on  the  legal  issues  involved  and  assisting  in  analyzing  financial  and  service  offerings  of  companies. 

Overall,  of  the  351  issuing  authorities  in  the  state,  264  had  issued  cable  licenses  by  the  end  of  FY86, 
and  an  additional  17  were  in  the  process  of  obtaining  a  cable  license.  With  a  few  exceptions,  the 
unlicensed  municipalities  in  the  state  are  rural,  low-density  areas.  The  Commission  expects  that  these 
communities  will  continue  to  obtain  cable  service  but  at  a  slower  rate  than  in  the  past. 

Subscriber  counts  over  the  past  five  years  have  reflected  the  strong  surge  in  cable  licensing  of 
populated  areas.  Subscriber  counts  are  collected  on  a  calendar  year  basis,  and  at  the  end  of  1985, 
1,042,938  households  were  subscribing  to  cable  service  in  the  state.  A  graph  highlighting  the  rapid 
expansion  of  cable  subscribership  since  1980  appears  below. 
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Massachusetts  law  requires  that  cable  licensees  serving  over  250  subscribers  pay  a  license  fee  of 
$1.30  per  subscriber  to  be  divided  between  the  state  and  the  municipality  (80$  to  the  state  and  50$ 
to  the  municipality).  M.G.L.  ch.  166A,  §9.  Thus,  the  growth  in  revenues  from  license  fees  to  the  state 
has  followed  a  pattern  similar  to  the  growth  in  subscribers  appearing  in  the  graph  above.  For  calendar 
year  1985,  the  Commission  collected  on  behalf  of  the  state  $834,262.40  in  fees  from  cable  operators. 

III.  Cable  Television  Commission  Activity 

A.  Passage  of  Billing  and  Termination  Regulations 

On  June  10, 1986,  the  Cable  Commission  issued  new  regulations  concerning  cable  television  billing 
and  termination  of  service.  The  regulations  are  intended  to  protect  the  interests  of  cable  operators  and 
subscribers  by  creating  a  uniform  statewide  system  for  billing  and  termination  of  cable  service.  These 
regulations  are  the  first  broad-based  set  of  consumer  protection  policies  for  cable  customers  and  focus 
primarily  on  ensuring  that  customers  are  given  concise,  specific  information  about  the  range  of  cable 
services  available  to  them  and  the  costs  of  these  services. 

The  regulations  were  the  culmination  of  two  years  of  study  of  consumer  protection  problems  in 
the  cable  field.  An  advisory  panel  conducted  a  state-wide  survey  and  prepared  a  report,  and  the 
Commission  conducted  hearings  in  Wareham,  Springfield,  Worcester  and  Boston  prior  to  issuing  the 
regulations.  Highlights  of  the  regulations  include: 

•  cable  operators  must  provide  subscribers  with  specific  written  information  about  their  billing 
practices; 

•  operators  must  notify  subscribers  of  rates  for  all  levels  of  service,  as  well  as  charges  for 
installation,  service  visits,  downgrade  in  service  and  reconnection; 

•  prior  to  increasing  rates,  operators  must  give  subscribers,  the  Commission  and  the  issuing 
authority  30  days  notice; 

•  operators  must  give  certain  notices  prior  to  termination  of  service; 

•  a  two-month  limit  is  imposed  on  the  amount  of  advance  billing  allowed;  and 

•  subscribers  and  operators  may  apply  to  the  Commission  for  assistance  in  the  resolution  of 
disputes. 

The  goal  of  the  regulations  is  to  provide  consumer  protection  while  at  the  same  time  remaining 
sensitive  to  the  legal  rights  and  administrative  concerns  of  cable  operators.  The  regulations  became 
fully  effective  on  October  24,  1986. 

B.  Consumer  Assistance 

One  of  the  Commission's  prime  functions  continued  to  be  handling  of  consumer  complaints.  In 
calendar  year  1985,  the  Commission  received  1216  complaints  from  cable  subscribers  across  the  state. 
The  greatest  portion  of  complaints  were  in  the  billing,  disconnection  and  service  areas. 

The  Commission  has  also  intervened  on  behalf  of  subscribers  negatively  affected  by  actions  of 
a  cable  company  contrary  to  Commission  regulations.  For  example,  the  Commission  ordered  a  refund 
of  fees  charged  in  response  to  a  rate  hike  in  Peabody  when  the  company  failed  to  give  subscribers 
and  the  Commission  adequate  notice  of  the  proposed  action. 

C.  Community  Outreach 

The  Commission  continued  to  expand  its  assistance  to  municipalities  through  additional  personal 
contacts.  In  June,  the  Commission  staff  held  a  well-attended  meeting  at  the  Barnstable  Town  Hall  to 
discuss  renewal  of  cable  licenses  and  consumer  protection  under  Commission  regulations.  The 
Commission  also  released  its  third  issue  of  Cablestate,  a  newsletter  discussing  issues  of  concern  to 
the  cable  industry,  issuing  authorities  and  subscribers  throughout  the  state. 


In  addition,  the  Commission  formulated  a  municipal  assistance  program,  for  which  it  hired  a 
Coordinator  at  the  close  of  FY86.  The  Municipal  Assistance  Coordinator's  job  involves  close  contact 
with  the  Boards  of  Selectmen,  Mayor's  offices  and  cable  advisory  committees  to  answer  questions  and 
provide  information  about  cable  television  service  and  regulation.  The  Coordinator  will  also  bring  back 
to  the  Commission  more  complete  news  about  locally  important  concerns. 

D.  Commission  Role  as  Mediator 

The  Commission  was  called  upon  to  assist  several  communities  in  the  Commonwealth  in 
negotiating  with  cable  companies  at  critical  times  in  their  relationships.  For  example,  the  Commission 
assisted  the  City  of  Burlington  in  negotiating  a  successful  renewal  after  discussions  with  the  cable 
company  had  foundered  and  a  preliminary  denial  of  the  renewal  application  had  been  voted.  The 
Commission  offered  similar  assistance  in  reaching  agreement  for  a  final  license  in  the  Town  of  Stow. 
In  Nantucket,  selectmen  requested  assistance  in  evaluating  the  renewal  offer  of  the  cable  company, 
and  the  Commission  helped  in  streamlining  the  rate  structure  there.  In  the  Towns  of  Lee,  Lenox, 
Stockbridge  and  Great  Barrington,  the  Commission  continued  to  monitor  negotiations  between  the 
towns  and  their  cable  operator,  hosting  a  key  two-day  session  in  October  1985.  Finally,  in  communities 
such  as  Belmont,  Amesbury,  Wilmington,  Worcester,  Maiden  and  several  others,  the  Commission  issued 
waivers  of  its  regulations  to  facilitate  fruitful  resolution  of  license  negotiations. 

E.  Massachusetts  Community  Television  Contest 

The  Commission  conducted  its  second  annual  Community  Television  Contest.  The  purpose  of  the 
contest  is  to  promote  and  reward  producers  of  local  programming  across  the  state.  Access  and  local 
origination  producers  submitted  241  entries  in  twenty  different  categories,  representing  a  substantial 
increase  in  participants  from  the  previous  year.  Judges  reviewed  the  entries  and  chose  winners  in  each 
category.  A  ceremony  and  reception  for  all  participants  was  held  in  December  1985. 

F.  Implementation  of  Cable  Communications  Policy  Act  of  1984 

The  Commission  continued  to  offer  guidance  to  municipalities,  consumers  and  operators  about 
the  implications  of  the  newly  passed  federal  law.  The  Cable  Act  redefined  the  rights  and  responsibilities 
of  operators  and  municipalities  in  several  critical  areas  including  renewal,  rate  regulation,  signal 
carriage  and  access  services,  facilities  and  equipment. 

G.  Adjudications,  Rulemakings  and  Rate  Proceedings 

As  mentioned  at  the  outset  of  this  Annual  Report,  two  of  the  main  categories  of  Commission  activity 
are  adjudications  and  rulemakings.  The  Commission  presided  over  seven  adjudications  in  the  fiscal 
year,  including  the  final  resolution  of  a  license  dispute  in  the  Town  of  East  Bridgewater  which  had 
been  in  adjudication  for  two  years.  Both  East  Bridgewater  and  nearby  Bridgewater,  which  remains 
subject  to  adjudication  before  the  Commission,  are  now  receiving  cable  service. 

The  Commission  presided  over  three  important  rulemakings  with  significant  impacts  on  operators 
and  subscribers  across  the  state.  The  Commission  finalized  regulations  governing  security  deposits 
for  converters  and  cable-related  equipment.  As  discussed  above,  the  Commission  issued  notice  and 
held  hearings  on  billing  and  termination  of  service  regulations,  prior  to  issuing  the  regulations  in  final 
form.  Finally,  the  Commission  issued  a  notice  of  proposed  rulemaking  to  revise  its  renewal  of  license 
regulations  to  conform  to  the  federal  Cable  Communications  Policy  Act. 

The  Commission's  rate  setting  activity  has  been  limited  by  a  state  deregulation  policy  implemented 
in  1980.  In  FY86,  the  Commission  conducted  two  ratemaking  proceedings.  It  also  conducted  hearings 
and  issued  an  order  deregulating  qualified  systems,  as  required  by  state  statute,  M.G.L.  ch.  166A,  §15 
and  regulations  implementing  that  section. 


IV.  Conclusion 

The  Massachusetts  Community  Antenna  Television  Commission  expects  to  continue  its  active 
monitoring  of  all  aspects  of  licensing  throughout  the  Commonwealth  in  FY87,  with  special 
concentration  on  the  areas  of  renewal  and  transfer  of  licenses.  It  anticipates  a  greater  role  in  assisting 
individuals  in  understanding  federal  law  and  regulation,  as  several  key  measures  are  implemented  and 
issues  litigated  in  the  course  of  the  year.  The  Commission  expects  also  to  maintain  a  high  profile  in 
the  protection  of  consumer  interests,  through  rulemakings  when  appropriate,  and  through  investigation 
and  information-sharing  on  consumer  interests.  Finally,  the  Commission  looks  forward  to  the 
blossoming  of  its  municipal  assistance  program,  which  will  make  cable  issues  more  accessible  to 
citizens  of  the  state.  For  it  is  this  Commission's  strong  belief  than  an  informed  citizenry  is  the  best 
insurance  that  efficient,  high-quality  cable  television  service  will  be  consistently  available  to  subscribers 
throughout  the  Commonwealth. 
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